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Historic Preservation Treatment
Toward a Common Language
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n “The Language of Preservation,” the

introductory chapter of William J.

Murtagh’s book, Keeping Time (1988),

the author comments at length on the
confusion of historic preservation terminology.
He concludes, “Today, the typical interdiscipli-
nary team of specialists working on preservation
projects and programs is composed of people
united by a common goal, but not necessarily a
common language.”

When Bill Murtagh’s book was published in
1988, there seemed to be good reason to believe
that considerable progress had been made in
achieving “a common language,” where, for exam-
ple, Preservation and Restoration were broadly
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“We must strive for a language of preciseness,
one that is universally understood and
accepted.”

—W.J. Murtagh
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understood for their
distinct differences and
not used interchange-
ably in everyday speech
or work proposals.

Optimism for the adoption of “a common
language” in the late 1980s was based on the fact
that the Department’s first professional standards
for work on historic resources, codified in 1978 as
36 CFR 68, had already been in use across the
country for a decade! The Secretary of the Interior's
Standards for Historic Preservation Projects were,
without a doubt, linguistic and philosophical
ground-breakers in the United States.1 Their pub-
lication in 1978 represented a pioneering effort in
the development of principles (together with
accompanying Guidelines) that would successfully
link historic preservation theory to practice.

The first Standards held up remarkably well
in spite of the fact that the “common language”
problems seemed to persist. The Standards were
cited as the requirement for all grant-in-aid pro-
jects assisted through the National Historic
Preservation Fund for 14 years. But, with over a
decade of debate in the field, coupled with an
expanding “register” of places and burgeoning
technologies, the first Standards were bound to
need updating. Revision, viewed by Murtagh, is
more than merely inevitable. “It seems clear that
the vocabulary of preservation will continue to
evolve so long as the activity it describes remains
a vital one.”

Within that positive framework of change,
The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the
Treatment of Historic Properties were codified as
36 CFR 68 in the July 12, 1995 Federal Register
(Vol. 60, No. 133). The revised 1995 Standards
replace both the 1978 and 1983 versions.2

Revised Secretary’s Standards (1995)
for Four Treatments
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Difierences Between the 1978 and 1995

Standards (36 CFR 68)

Revisions to the 1978 Standards for Historic
Preservation Projects began in 1990 in conjunction
with the National Conference of State Historic
Preservation Officers and meetings with the
National Trust for Historic Preservation and a
number of other outside organizations.
Goals included broadening the Standards
to encompass all National Register prop-
erty types; sharpening the language;
reducing the document in length; and
making clearer distinctions between
treatment approaches. The results follow.

First, the 1995 Standards may now
be applied to all historic resource types
listed in the National Register of Historic
Places, including buildings, sites, struc-
tures, objects, and districts.

Second, the revised Standards elim-
inate the general and specific standards
format. In the 1978 system, general
Standards applied to every project, even
though the philosophical goals of work
might differ dramatically. Specific
Standards to be used in conjunction with
general Standards acknowledged the differences in
work approaches, but resulted in a total of 77
Standards—in combination—as opposed to a total
of 34 in the revision. Further, the Standard for
Acquisition was deleted; and Protection and
Stabilization were consolidated under a single
Preservation treatment. As a result, the total num-
ber of treatments was reduced from seven to
four—Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration,
and Reconstruction.

Most important, however, the distinctions
between the four treatments are now underscored
within an established hierarchical framework.
Thus, the first treatment, Preservation, places a
high premium on the retention of all historic fabric
through conservation, maintenance, and repair.
Rehabilitation, the second treatment, emphasizes
the retention and repair of historic materials, but
more latitude is provided for replacement because
it is assumed the property is more deteriorated
prior to work. (Both Preservation and
Rehabilitation standards focus attention on the
preservation of those materials, features, finishes,
spaces, and spatial relationships that, together,
give a property its historic character.) Restoration,
the third treatment, focuses on the retention of
materials from the most significant time in a prop-
erty’s history, while permitting the removal of
materials from other periods. Reconstruction, the
fourth treatment, establishes limited opportunities
to re-create a non-surviving site, landscape, build-
ing, structure, or object in all new materials.
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In summary, the simplification and sharp-
ened focus of these revised sets of treatment
Standards is intended to assist users in making
sound historic preservation decisions—and pro-
mote the use of “a common language” in the plan-
ning stages of work.

The following central ideas in the 1995
Standards (36 CFR 68) are shown in juxtaposi-
tion, to emphasize the relationship and differences
among the four philosophical constructs:

Standards for Preservation

Use the property as it was used historically
or find a new use that maximizes retention of dis-
tinctive features.

Preserve the historic character (continuum of
property’s history).

Stabilize, consolidate, and conserve existing
historic materials.

Replace minimum amount of fabric neces-
sary and in kind (match materials).

Standards for Rehabilitation

Use the property as it was used historically
or find a new use that requires minimal change to
distinctive features.

Preserve the historic character (continuum of
property’s history).

Do not make changes that falsify the histori-
cal development.

Repair deteriorated features. Replace a
severely deteriorated feature with a matching fea-
ture (substitute materials may be used).

New additions and alterations should not
destroy historic materials or character. New work
should be differentiated from the old, yet compati-
ble with it.



Standards for Restoration

Use the property as it was historically or find
a new use that reflects the property’s restoration
period.

Remove features from other periods, but doc-
ument them first.

Stabilize, consolidate, and conserve features
from the restoration period.

Replace a severely deteriorated feature from
the restoration period with a matching feature
(substitute materials may be used).

Replace missing features from the restoration
period based on documentation and physical evi-
dence. Do not make changes that mix periods and
falsify history.

Do not execute a design that was never built.

Standards for Reconstruction

Do not reconstruct vanished portions of a
property unless the reconstruction is essential to
the public understanding.

Reconstruct based on documentary and
physical evidence.

Precede reconstruction with thorough arche-
ological investigation.

Preserve any remaining historic features.

Re-create the appearance of the property
(substitute materials may be used).

Identify the reconstructed property as a con-
temporary re-creation.

Do not execute a design that was never built.

A Common Language...and More

Certainly, as the field of historic preservation
continues to grow and change, the Standards will
be revised again. No philosophical system is ever
permanent. But this announcement is, in part, to
underscore the notion that achieving a common
language for historic preservation treatment is at
least in an active state of evolution. And the con-
cern, as Murtagh also consistently argued in
Keeping Time, is far more than a matter of lan-
guage.

Treating historic properties has the capability
of changing their physical history, and, as a result,
the way they will be remembered, studied, and
interpreted by future generations. If historians,
architects, administrators, and practitioners agree
on treatment philosophy and methodology prior to
work, the long-term consequences of treatment can
be better predicted and managed.

When historians make errors in fact or inter-
pretation, the record of ideas may be corrected at
a later time. Historic preservation—history mani-
fested in tangible materials—does not permit that
luxury. Knowing what the consequences of work
will be in the planning phase provides the basis

for more informed judgments about the irreplace-
able material record. What we choose to repair,
replace, or demolish ultimately determines how
the property is understood by today’s and tomor-
row’s viewers. Signs fall down and interpreters
aren’t always there. So essentially, the work itself
is the explanation.

Educational Spin-Offs for the 21st Century

The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for
the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines
for Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring, and
Reconstructing Historic Buildings (1995) is now in
print. A 188-page book with numerous illustra-
tions, the Guidelines for treating historic buildings
are envisioned as a philosophical model for the
development of “spin-off” Guidelines for every
other historic property type listed in the National
Register of Historic Places—sites, structures,
objects, and districts. Beyond the historic property
types, specific resources, such as barns, aircraft,
habitation sites, bridges, sculpture and monu-
ments, and central business districts are also
prime candidates for helpful Guidelines using the
umbrella Standards.

In this regard, Heritage Preservation
Services’ companion Standards and Guidelines for
treating historic landscapes is slated for publica-
tion in 1996, following a period of careful coordi-
nation between NPS and the professional land-
scape community.

Finally, the Program is releasing a video,
Working on the Past with the Secretary of the
Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic
Properties, in early 1996. It addresses the four
treatments, their differences, and the conse-
guences of applying each one to a property using
case studies and site interviews to make important
points about the work. In this age of mixed media,
an interactive computer program would seem to be
the next, inevitable educational product to assist
the public in choosing the most appropriate treat-
ment for a historic property and providing in
depth guidance on individual work approaches.
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1 1tis noted that a slightly modified version of the
Standards for Rehabilitation was codified in 36 CFR
67, and focuses on “certified historic structures” as
defined by the IRS Code of 1986. These regulations
continue to be used in the Preservation Tax
Incentives Program for property owners seeking cer-
tification for federal tax benefits. Illustrated
Guidelines for the single treatment, Rehabilitation,
continue to be available as a separate book in sup-
port of the Tax Incentives Program.
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Barbara J. Little

Public Benefits of
Archeology

The Public Benefits of Archaeology con-
ference was held in Santa Fe, New Mexico from
November 5 to 8, 1995. The exchange of good
ideas among over 150 participants contributed
to the success of the meeting. Much of what
was discussed about public benefits is applica-
ble to cultural resources in a broader sense.

What did we learn? Just like politics, all
archeology is local.

In spite of archeologists’ frequent empha-
sis on global developments and culture change
over long periods of time, it became apparent
that what many people value about archeology
is a sense of connection with time and place.
Archeology can and does provide “common
ground” among the many elements of diverse
communities. Educators reinforced the value of
archeology in teaching respect for other people
and other times. Preparing both children and
adults with an appreciation for a diverse world
is an important contribution that archeological
knowledge can make. We need to remember
that as we go about our mundane tasks of
Section 106 compliance and report review.

Many more valuable insights emerged as
both speakers and audience members discussed
various audiences for archeology, including visi-
tors to sites and museums, teachers and stu-
dents, Native Americans and other local com-
munities, tourists, planners, avocational
archeologists, scholars, and politicians. The
conference ended with a discussion of how best

to get the word out and a listing of “action
items.”

Katerine Slick, a Trustee of the National
Trust for Historic Preservation, admonished
archeologists to “get on the tourism train.”
Tourism will soon replace manufacturing as the
number one industry in the United States.
Archeologists are able to contribute to Heritage
Tourism, which relies on authenticity and qual-
ity. Highlighting authenticity as the appeal of
museums, David Hurst Thomas spoke elo-
quently about the importance of archeology in
presenting and preserving the “real things” that
visitors find compelling.

The conference was sponsored by the
National Park Service (National Register of
Historic Places, Archeology and Ethnography
Division, Southwest System Support Office, and
Pecos National Historical Park); the Society for
American Archaeology, the Society for Historical
Archaeology; the National Conference of State
Historic Preservation Officers, the National
Trust for Historic Preservation, the New Mexico
State Historic Preservation Office, the National
Association of State Archeologists, and the
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation.

There will be a follow-up publication. If
you are interested in being on the mailing list,
please send your address to Barbara Little,
National Register of Historic Places, P.O. Box
37127, Suite 250, Washington, DC 20013-
7127.




